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As the COVID-19 pandemic continues to evolve, there is growing concern 

about the essential workers who are still on the job and coming into 

frequent contact with customers and other workers, i ncreasing their 

likelihood of exposure to the virus. Recent articles have examined the 

increased infection risk for workers in  hospitals , home care, nursing 

homes, grocery stores , warehouses, meat processing plants , trucking , 

and public transit . Analysts are also hypothesizing  that greater workplace 

exposure might be contributing to higher infection and mortality rates 

among workers of color.  

In this blog,  we provide a profile of  front -line essential  jobs in California 

likely to be at risk of workplace exposure to the coronavirus. We identify 

ǟʻʻǟɣˉȩƒɋ ȽɴƷʻ ˻ȩƒ Jƒɋȩȇɴʫɣȩƒ☼ʻ ɋȩʻˉ ɴȇ ◦Essential Critical Infrastructure 

Workers┼☺ ǌǟʻȩȊɣƒˉǟǌ Ʒ̈ £ɴ˻ǟʫɣɴʫ ãǟ˿ʻɴɝ ƒʻ ǟ̇ǟɝʠˉǟǌ ȇʫɴɝ ˉȞǟ ʻˉƒˉǟ☼ʻ

stay at home directive in order to ensure the continuity of essential 

services and functions. We then profile these jobs in terms of the 

prevalence of low -wage work and their demographic charact eristics, 
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focusing on front -line occupations that are likely to be most at risk of 

workplace exposure. (See Data and Methods at the end of the blog for more 

detail.)  

Given data limitations, we are not able to provide an accurate count of the 

number of work ers currently employed in front -line essential jobs in 

California. Instead, our goal is to give a profile of the workers in these 

occupations.  

Low-wage jobs 
Figure 1 shows the percent of workers in California employed in front -line 

essential jobs, broken down by wage group. (Data is from 2018, which is the 

most recent available.) More than half (53 percent) of low -wage workers are 

employed in these jobs and th erefore at greater risk of workplace exposure 

to the coronavirus, compared to middle - and high-wage workers (39 



percent of whom are employed in these jobs).  

 

Figure 2 examines the prevalence of low -wage work among front -line 

essential jobs, focusing on the 15 largest occupations. Most of these 

occupations have higher rates of low -wage work than occupations in 

California as a whole, especially those involved in food production and 

preparation, retail operations, home care, the movement and distribution 

of goods, and janitorial services.  

https://laborcenter.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Figure-1-01.png


Overall, the rate of low -wage work among front -line essential jobs (39 

percent) is higher than for California as a whole (32 percent).  

 

https://laborcenter.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Figure-2-02.png


Race and ethnicity  
Figure 3 shows the percent of workers in California employed in front -line 

essential jobs bro ken down by race/ethnicity. Overall, Latinx workers have 

the highest rate of employment in these jobs (55 percent), followed by Black 

workers (48 percent). As a result, both groups likely face greater risk of 

exposure to the coronavirus in the workplace th an other race/ethnic 

groups. 

 

https://laborcenter.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Figure-3-03.png


Figure 4 examines the race/ethnicity composition of front -line essential 

jobs, focusing on the 15 largest occupations. Latinx workers are 

overrepresented in many of these occupations, especially agriculture, 

construction, trucking, material moving and stocking , and cooks and food 

preparation. Asian workers are overrepresented among registered nurses 

and personal care aides. Black workers are overrepresented among 

personal care aides, laborers and material movers, and food prep workers. 

And white workers are ove rrepresented in secretaries, supervisors of retail 

workers, and registered nurses.  

In short, while workers of color are more likely to be employed in front -line 

essential jobs that put them at risk of workplace exposure to the 



coronavirus, the specific occ upations differ by race/ethnic group.  

 

Immigrant workers  
Figure 5 shows the percent of workers in California employed in front -line 

essential jobs broken down by immigration status. Nearly half (48 percent) 

of immigrant workers are employed in these jobs and therefore at greater 
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risk of workplace exposure to the  coronavirus, compared to the 41 percent 

of US-born workers who are employed in these jobs . Note that this 

difference is likely understated because the dataset used in this blog, the 

American Community Survey, is known to undercount undocumented 

workers (for example, the  Pew Research Center estimates an undercount of 

5-7 percent). 

 

Figure 6 examines the prevalence of immigrant workers among front -line 

essential jobs, focusing on the 15 largest occupations. Immigrants are 

overrepresented in many of these occupatio ns, especially farmworkers, 
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food preparation workers, construction laborers, and cooks.  
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